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It can be said that there is no such thing as an unbiased viewpoint. For a newspaper
columnist, a politician, or a radio talk-show host, this is good news. But for the historian, it
proves to be somewhat problematic. Is it possible to gain an accurate view of the facts if there is,
essentially, no such thing? Most history is written by the victors, the conquerors who wish to
glorify themselves and their cause. Where is the record for the lower classes, women, and
children? Even those who purport to be impartial have views that are colored by their
backgrounds, the experiences and culture that have shaped their outlooks and created their
character. The answer to the problem, then, is to turn a disadvantage into an advantage. The
dedicated historian must examine these biases and use them to better understand the culture and
person from which these biases come. In order to do so, it is useful to compare two opinions
from different time periods. Common myths in the ancient world were treated by diverse authors
over and over again, and so they provide a standard by which to compare two presentations.
Theseus, the founder of Athens, was the subject, of both a biography by Plutarch and a play by
Euripides, among numerous other ancient texts. An examination of Theseus and Hippolytus
reveals much about the biographer and playwright in terms of the political, social, and
intellectual condition of their respective times. This paper will examine the differences between
the two genres and the way they reflect the differences between the writers.
Because Plutarch and Euripides write in different genres, they will necessarily have
differences of style and content. Plutarch often digresses on topics that have little or nothing to
do with the main focus of the work. Shortly into The1eus, he interjects commentary on the origin
of the tradition of the Abantes to shave the front part of the head. 1 But in a biography that was
designed to be read and re-read, this practice was acceptable, since "Plutarch should not be read
1
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in a hurry." 2 Euripides, on the other hand, was writing for an audience that would hear the
words once in a theater of thousands, delivered by an actor wearing a large mask and ornate
costume. He was also limited by time, and so unable to present the whole story, choosing
instead an instance of high drama: the moment that Theseus discovers his wife's body, accusing
his son of driving her to suicide. His audience would be familiar with the previous events in the
story, as well as the story line of the play itself. The story of a father cursing a son who had
seduced his new wife is a common motif in the ancient world. It appears in the Old Testament
story of Joseph and Potiphar's wife, as well as the tale of the two brothers in Egypt. The story
consists of three basic elements: the failed seduction, the false accusation, and the furious
reaction of the wronged husband. 3 All of these elements would have been familiar to Euripides'
audience. An understanding of the essential difference between biography and drama is
necessary to understand how the structure and style--and the biases they represent--are
significant.
Defining biography as a genre is not a simple task. Must a biography include the
subject's family background, early childhood, and adulthood? Is it necessary that the narrative
be chronological? Both of these questions are worth considering, and both figure prominently in
classifying works of biography. As a genre, scholars agree that it began sometime in the fifth
century B.C. in Greece, the same time that history was becoming popular as a literary discipline.
The first work to be discussed as a biography, though it is technically only a biographical novel,
is Xenophon's Cyropaedia. Biography evolved slowly, incorporating parts and elements of
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different traditions. Aristotle contributed to the genre in his fascination with moral and ethical
history; the bio was especially useful in studying these subjects.4 By the time of Plutarch and the
Roman Empire it had become distinct from history. It incorporated an element of connection to
the past; in the imperial age, "the writers of biography created a meaningful relation between the
living and the dead. "5

Plutarch reflects this trend, since he writes with a consciousness of both

the Greeks and the Romans, and he chooses his subjects from among the heroes of both. After
him, more debate took place about the difference between biographies of philosophers as
opposed to military men.
Drama began as a discipline in Athens in the late sixth century B.C. It was formally
institutionalized by Pisistratus at the City Dionysia, a festival held in honor of a new god from
the east, Dionysus. Pisistratus established it as an exercise in devotion to the polis. He created a
new coin, the owl, which was to become a standard of currency throughout the Mediterranean.
He consolidated and increased Athens' naval power, and it was under his reign that the famous
black-figured Attic vases flourished. 6 Athens was unique in this art form; drama was Athens.
Over time, the festival, and the plays presented there, became very political themselves. In fact,
the structure of Old Comedy was designed to accommodate a speech or parabasis by the
playwright in the middle of the action. Though the parabasis was usually a feature of comedy,
Hippolytus" misogynistic tirade is very similar. The action of the play stops, and one character
speaks for lines at a time on a certain subject. Plays written during the Golden Age of Pericles are
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the best examples we have of overt political commentary. Oedipus tells the story of an
overbearing king who brings a plague on his city by his hubris at the same time that Athens was
suffering from a plague under the leadership of the politically invincible Pericles in 429. But the
plays offered more than just political commentary; they offered instruction as well.
Aristophanes' Frogs pits Aeschylus against Euripides on the purpose of drama. Euripides says
that a playwright should be judged "If his art is true, and his counsel sound; and if he brings help
to the nation, by making men better in some respect. "7 The playwrights argue back and forth, and
Dionysus finally declares Aeschylus the winner. This was a comment by Aristophanes on the
way Euripides was treated during his lifetime. Drama continued to serves as a forum for
commentary. Finally, tragedy presented entertainment, as "artistry and admonition ...work in
tandem. "8 Drama became a place for the people to see what the poet/playwrights had to teach
them, to hear political commentary, and to escape from the pressures of the outside world for
days at a time.
While Euripides used his genre to show, Plutarch used his to tell. He was moralizing,
providing an example to his readers. He includes superfluous information, while Euripides' plot
is tight and maintains a steady momentum toward the climax.

The content of the two styles is

also necessarily different. In his introduction to Theseus, Plutarch says that he has "reached the
end of those periods in which theories can be tested by argument or where history can find a solid
foundation in fact. "9 He later asks for "the indulgence of my readers" if he lapses into fables and
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Plutarch. The Rise and Fall of Athens: Nine Greek Lives (London: Penguin Books,
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stories. Euripides takes the same life and looks at it through a magnifying glass. He takes one
episode in the life of Theseus and explores the possibilities of the situation through
characterization. Euripides takes creative liberties with the story, imagining how Theseus and his
family must have reacted to the situation, while Plutarch tries to include only historically
documented information. He cites numerous other sources, including Simonides, Cleidemus,
and Naxian writers.

However they may differ, both writers choose the past to comment on and

to understand the present. Understanding the unique way in which each uses his genre to express
this comment illuminates the political, social and intellectual structures of the eras in which they
wrote.
The politics of Euripides' time were not terribly different from those of Plutarch's time in
one respect: Greece, as ever, remained divided. Though each city-state had its own unique and
glorious strengths, the individual states were unable to unite effectively or lastingly. The
material difference, however, is that Euripides' Greece was autonomous; there was still hope that
they might save themselves. Athens was the single most impressive civilization in the western
world, and Euripides wrote just after its climax. By Plutarch's time, Greece had been a Roman
province for over a century. Nero granted the freedom to the Greeks, but it was revoked by
Vespasian a few years later when internal conflict threatened the stability of the area.
Reflections of these conditions are present throughout the texts. Euripides presents
Theseus, the founder and therefore the symbol of Athens, as a strong man who is quick to
judgment and action. His focus is on himself; he sees Phaedra's corpse and asks speaks about the
sorrow that he will suffer now that she is gone. When Hippolytus dies, he also thinks of himself.
Hippolytus is bleeding in front of him and he says, "I am destroyed." 10 His quick decision and
10
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refusal to retract reflects the Athenians' dominance over their neighbors and their efforts to unify
Attica. But Theseus' judgment and actions tum out to be wrong. When he believes that his son
has driven his wife, Phaedra, to suicide, he banishes Hippolytus immediately and forcefully,
wishing for his death. "Get from this land with all the speed you can to exile--may you rot
there!" 11 Later, after his son's death is sealed, he learns that he has been deceived, and his
remorse is severe. "Would that it was I who was dying instead of you!" are some of his last
words to his son. 12 This is an element of the same motif mentioned before. It appears in the Old
Testament with David's lament to Absalom in 2 Samuel. In direct contrast to this wrenching
agony, Plutarch brushes quickly over the whole affair of Phaedra and Hippolytus, stating merely
that he "must suppose that it happened all as the tragedians present it." 13 But he does comment
on the disunity of Greece and Theseus' failure in another way. He calls Theseus the unifier of
Attica, detailing his plans and actions to unite the area under Athens' control. He has high praise
for this plan and its effects, but at the end of the life he includes the events following Theseus'
time spent in abroad. After all of his efforts, he returns to find "all kinds of disturbances and
party strife. "14 After he is unsuccessful in regaining his position, he even goes so far as to call
down a curse upon the Athenians. Plutarch seems to think , justifiably, that all hope for
unification is gone for the Athenians and the Greeks.
Other elements of the political are to be found in the texts. Both authors write at a crucial
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time in imperial expansion. Euripides writes Hippolytus in 428 at the beginning of the
Peloponnesian War, the end of which sees the dissolution of the Delian League and the
temporary end of the Athenian empire. Plutarch writes in the early decades of the new Roman
Empire. Euripides' opinion of the Delian League and Athens' foreign policy is clear as far as his
plays go: Athens was a proud state on the verge of disaster, just as Theseus was. He warned the
Athenians about their pride, but they did not listen and they eventually lost the Peloponnesian
war. Plutarch, on the other hand, is in favor of the stability and peace made possible by the
Roman Empire. He says that he is writing Theseus' life only because he needed a companion for
Romulus, the founder of Rome, which he calls "glorious and unconquerable Rome." 15 Whenever
he mentions Theseus' foreign policy, it is with respect. He says that "Theseus all through his life
was the champion of and helper of the distressed and always listened kindly to the petitions of
the poor." 16 This is not the picture of an overbearing tyrant who would kill his own son.
Plutarch does not emphasize because it was not in keeping with the benign portrait that Plutarch
had in mind as a supporter of imperialism.
Other aspects of society are also prominent in the texts. They are closely related to the
political elements, because these aspects of society are so closely linked. Plutarch lived in a
conquered state, but he was still very proud of the fact that he was Greek. He was asked once
why he didn't leave his small hometown of Charonea, and he remarked that the population would
decrease by too much if he did. 17 He was a priest at Delphi for at least twenty years, and his
name is recorded in an inscription commemorating the visit of an emperor. He was involved in
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local government, traveling once to Rome in his youth and remaining at Charonea for the
remainder of his life. It is apparent that he took great interest in community organization by his
review of Theseus' institution of democracy and definition of classes and clans.

18

In contrast to Plutarch's activity, Euripides was what the Greeks called an idiotes. He
was not involved in politics outside of his commentary on it in his plays. He did not fulfill the
traditional role of admired poet/playwright that had gone before him. Compared to Sophocles'
participation as a general in the government of Athens, Euripides seemed an outcast, socially as
well as politically. He challenged the assumptions and values of the Athenians, and they were
not receptive to it. The "result was an inevitable alienation of the artist from the public." 19 He
won the first prize only five times at the Dionysia, and one of those posthumously. The version
of Hippolytus that exists today is his second version; the first depicted a licentious Phaedra, and
the public balked at Euripides' characters. He rewrote it, and presented it a few years later, and
won first prize. Perhaps his commentary on the whole was too painful; during the war, he wrote
and produced Trojan Women, an anti-war play about the women of Troy shortly after it was
sacked. In the 490's, Phrynicus, a playwright in Athens was ostracized and fined because his play
about the recent capture of Miletus was too painful to the population. After this incident,
playwrights avoided current events altogether. Euripides' presentation of Theseus was another
portrait of Athens that was difficult for the Athenians to deal with. He died an exile from
Athens, still writing plays.
In addition to the individual writer's role in society, the play reveals a change in Greek
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culture. Euripides presents a woman as the main focus of this play. She is a foreigner, and a
victim, but she is a sympathetic character. Shortly after this play, Euripides presented Medea, a
portrait of a very strong woman who murdered her own children to avenge herself on her
husband; she was decidedly unsympathetic. This may reflect a change in the society, in drama, or
solely in Euripides' own style as a playwright, but it is significant that he brings women
characters into his plays more and more as he learns. The presentation of women in Theseus is
marginal; most who are mentioned are only described in terms of the sort of relationship they
had with Theseus. Phaedra, his last wife, has a mention of two sentences. The difference is in
part due to style and content of the genres, but not entirely.
The culture of the Greeks was deeply affected by the political changes mentioned earlier.
The Romans recognized the level of refinement of Greek civilization, but not of the Greek
character. Plutarch lives in a time when "the one thing Greek for which the Roman world had
nothing but disdain was the contemporary Greek character. 1120 Some elements of this disdain
filter through his writing. He mentions that when Theseus died, "nobody paid much attention to
his death." 21 Is this an echo of the dying Greek civilization, one that created production line
statues for export? Perhaps. Euripides, on the other hand, writes at a time when Greek
civilization lived and flourished naturally, not by the green house patronage of wealthy Romans.
In Hippolytus, there is no reference to any city but Troezen, the city in which Theseus was born
and Hippolytus ruled. Though he knew Athenian society was flawed, he could not see anything
to rival it.
It is interesting to note the literary significance of the time periods in which the two
20
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writers worked. Plutarch was the sole Greek writer of note for more than three centuries. He had
some social and intellectual connection with Rome, and he wrote to bridge the two worlds. He
wrote to teach his readers, to instruct them in the finer points of human nature. In explaining
why he wrote lives, Plutarch said that "the greatest pleasure one could enjoy" was the study of
historical figures in an effort to improve one's own character.22 The fact that his stories remain
popular today is a testament to his success in bridging the gap between Greek and Roman, and
others writers' failure to do so. Euripides, in contrast, wrote at the end of the Golden Age of
Pericles in the tradition of Aeschylus and Sophocles. He wrote for Athenian audiences, but
because of the strong characters and lessons of emotion contained in his plays, they have been
popular far beyond that. Phaedra, Hippolytus, and Theseus all represent negative examples.
Euripides is warning his audience away, while Plutarch urges them to emulate his subjects.
As the intellectual center of Greece and the Mediterranean, Athens offered a rich array of
philosophies and religious ideas. Euripides chose this environment to question the character and
benevolence of the gods. His presentation of both Aphrodite and Artemis is uncomplimentary at
best. Aphrodite opens the play with an explanation of why she is punishing Hippolytus.
Phaedra, an innocent bystander, will die in the process, but "her suffering does not weigh in the
scale so much that I should let my enemy go untouched. "23 Later in the play, Theseus realizes
what has happened and laments that "a god tripped up my judgment." 24 Artemis, too, is depicted
as a vengeful goddess, demanding revenge on Aphrodite. Euripides was not afraid to present the
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gods as somewhat less than divine. This sort of depiction would certainly have been
unacceptable to Plutarch, a priest at Delphi. Much of is work went to re-establishing Delphi as a
major religious location. His piety is reflected in the text by the way he talks about the Delphic
oracle. When the Athenians are counseled by the oracle to bring Theseus' bones home for burial,
he applauds their obedience. 25 He also describes the offerings they make regularly in Theseus'
honor. All of these references point to Plutarch's respect for religion and its rituals.
If, then, it is not possible to find an unbiased point of view, there is still as much, if not
more, to be learned from a biased document or text. Taking into account the differences in
genres and styles, the culture of the authors is plainly manifested. Politically, both writers were
frustrated with the Greeks' inability to unify. Socially, their works reflect the differences in their
individual roles in society; Plutarch was highly involved, while Euripides participated mainly
through his work. Intellectually, they would have been at odds over the questions of religion and
piety. Understanding these biases leads to a better understanding of the writers themselves, and
the culture from which they come.
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